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Abstract 

This paper explores the contribution of Feng Zikai’s art to the aesthetics of contemporary 

Chinese life, centering on the fusion of landscape aesthetics and emotion, while systematically 

elaborating on the modern value of his artistic spirit. The study unfolds across three 

dimensions: First, by deconstructing Feng’s three spiritual pillars—“the childlike perspective,” 

“ink wash language,” and “Buddhist philosophy”—it reveals his art’s breakthrough and 

transcendence of traditional literati tastes. Second, through an analysis of representative works 

such as Spring in the Jiangnan and The Flower Vendor, the paper examines how Feng Zikai 

reconfigures traditional landscape painting into a modern aesthetic of everyday life through 

techniques such as spatial deconstruction and poetic reconstruction of daily scenes. Third, the 

study addresses the aesthetic void and the alienating realities of consumerism within 

urbanization, demonstrating the technical adaptability of Feng Zikai’s aesthetics in the digital 

age and proposing a framework for a modern life aesthetic system rooted in the concept of 

“unity between heaven and humanity.” The research demonstrates that Feng Zikai’s artistic 

practice not only provides a methodological insight for the revival of Eastern aesthetics in the 

global context, but also creates an aesthetic path that combines cultural depth and social critique 

through cross-media design and public art intervention. His work offers significant 

implications for theoretical innovation and practical transformation in contemporary life 

aesthetics. 
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1. RESEARCH BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

1.1 Aesthetic Turn: From Elite Aesthetics to Everyday Practice 

Since the late 20th century, the field of global aesthetics has undergone a profound 

paradigm shift. The phenomenon of "cultural industry" alienation, predicted by German 

philosopher Theodor Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment, has taken on new forms in the 

digital age—social media platforms have converted aesthetic experiences into instant 

consumption data symbols, while virtual reality technologies have redefined human perception 

of space. This transformation has prompted scholars to reassess the boundaries of aesthetic 

research. According to a 2020 report from the Aesthetic Research Center at Oxford University, 

78% of contemporary aesthetic papers now focus on the topic of the "aestheticization of 

everyday life." 

In the Chinese context, the aesthetic transformation is even more distinctive. Following 

the enormous expansion of material production, phenomena such as the "New National Tide" 

proposed by Professor Wang Ning from Shanghai University, the curatorial practices in 
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Beijing's 798 Art District, and the visual sharing behaviors on WeChat Moments collectively 

form a micro-level aesthetic revolution. It is important to note that this shift is not simply a 

"de-elitization," but rather the creation of multi-layered aesthetic fields: Palace Museum 

cultural products have transformed imperial portraits into emojis; Chengdu’s Taikoo Li has 

transformed traditional alleys into aesthetic spaces; and Douyin (TikTok) short videos have 

reshaped the public's aesthetic cognition model. 

Feng Zikai's artistic creations are positioned at the forefront of this historical juncture. 

His ink wash cartoons, depicting urban life, children at play, and the natural world, continue 

the ink-and-brush aesthetics of traditional literati painting while breaking through the 

intellectual and spiritual confines of traditional literati culture. This unique "elegant yet 

popular" quality makes his works a quintessential example of the aesthetic transformation in 

20th-century China. 

1.2 Contextual Reconstruction: The Shifting Aesthetic Demands in the Digital Age 

The reconstruction of aesthetic experience through digital technology is evident in three 

dimensions: First, the transformation in modes of perception, where VR technology’s 

panoramic immersion replaces the flat presentation of traditional painting; second, the 

innovation of communication channels, where the algorithmic recommendation mechanisms 

of short video platforms reshape the production logic of aesthetic preferences; and third, the 

dissolution of subject identity, where virtual personas in the metaverse make self-presentation 

an editable aesthetic project. 

This technology-driven transformation has led to new aesthetic dilemmas. A 2022 user 

survey by the MIT Media Lab revealed that 62% of respondents felt they were facing the dual 

challenges of "attention fragmentation" and "emotional alienation" in digital environments. 

When filters on Instagram can generate perfect images with a single click, and when ChatGPT 

can mimic any artistic style, humanity is experiencing the "restructuring of sensory ratios" 

predicted by Marshall McLuhan. In this context, the delicate brushstrokes of Feng Zikai’s 

works, based on genuine observation, as well as the Zen-inspired life aesthetics they embody, 

showcase a unique contemporary value. 

1.3 Theoretical Coordinates: A Comparative Perspective on Chinese and Western 

Aesthetics of Life 

In the Western tradition of aesthetics, the theoretical lineage of life aesthetics has 

developed in diverse directions. Marcel Duchamp's provocative act of moving a urinal into an 

art gallery initiated the movement of "aestheticizing everyday objects"; Arthur Danto's 

"Artworld" theory revealed the disciplinary role of the aesthetic system in shaping everyday 

practices; and Byung-Chul Han’s concept of the "Burnout Society" critiqued the alienation of 

aesthetic experience in the era of consumerism. In Aesthetic Walks, Zong Baihua pointed out 

that Chinese art "creates life from emptiness and reveals brilliance in silence." This aesthetic 

wisdom is vividly embodied in Feng Zikai’s essays. His Essays from Yuan Yuan Tang elevates 

everyday trivialities into poetic reflections, creating a cross-cultural resonance with 

Heidegger’s notion of "poetic dwelling." A key area for further exploration is how to revitalize 

this traditional wisdom in the digital age and construct a life aesthetics system with Chinese 

characteristics. 

The significance of a theoretical comparison lies in revealing the uniqueness of Feng 

Zikai's aesthetics. While Western life aesthetics emphasizes the subjective construction of 

individual experience, Feng Zikai's art consistently maintains a deep concern for social reality. 
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Whereas postmodern aesthetics deconstructs grand narratives, his works convey an eternal 

human warmth through micro-narratives. This divergence offers important methodological 

insights for contemporary life aesthetics. 

 

2. DECONSTRUCTING THE SPIRITUAL CORE OF FENG ZIKAI’S ART 

2.1 The Aesthetic Paradigm of Nature Through the Childlike Perspective 

Feng Zikai’s concept of the "childlike perspective" goes far beyond mere naive charm; it 

is a philosophical proposition that reconstructs the essence of art. In his essay Art Education, 

he clearly states, "The first step in art education is to cultivate sensitivity, and the childlike 

heart is the most pure organ of perception." This idea stems from his reflection on the "elegant 

domestication" tendencies of traditional literati painting: while literati painters treated 

landscape painting as a symbol of identity, Feng Zikai chose to reconstruct the aesthetic system 

of nature from the perspective of urban children. In his comic The Ants Moving (Figure 1), the 

ants are meticulously drawn against a rough, textured wall, creating a dramatic contrast 

between the microscopic ecology and the macro architectural background, subtly suggesting 

an aesthetic revolution of "seeing the larger through the smaller." 

The modern value of this aesthetic paradigm lies in its resistance to instrumental 

rationality. In his autobiographical My Life as a Cartoonist, Feng Zikai recorded the 

psychological process behind creating The Flower Vendor: "Seeing the beads of sweat on the 

old woman’s forehead as she carried her flower basket, I suddenly felt that this was more worth 

depicting than any landscape painting." This "disenchantment" and "reenchantment" of 

everyday reality forms an interesting dialogue with Heidegger’s theory of "poetic dwelling." 

While modern individuals are fatigued by the prison of technological rationality, Feng Zikai’s 

art offers a spiritual pathway back to authenticity. 

 

Figure 1: Comic the Ants Moving 
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From the perspective of reception aesthetics, Feng Zikai's works create a unique "dual 

gaze" effect: adults can penetrate the surface of childlike fun to perceive social realities, while 

children find emotional resonance in the intuitive images. As scholar Leo Ou-fan Lee puts it, 

"Feng Zikai's cartoons are fairy tales of the adult world and philosophy of the children's world." 

This cross-age aesthetic communication allows his works to transcend the intimacy of 

traditional literati painting, transforming them into aesthetic texts with public relevance. 

2.2 The Emotional Translation Mechanism of Ink Wash Language 

Feng Zikai's innovation in ink wash painting is essentially the transformation of the 

brushstroke grammar of literati painting into an emotional code for modern individuals. In On 

the Reform of Chinese Painting, he proposed the creative concept of "new wine in an old 

bottle," infusing the rhythmic quality of calligraphy into cartoon forms. In After the Crowd 

Disperses (Figure 2), the crescent-shaped window lattice projection is rendered as flowing ink 

lines. This "using white as black" composition not only inherits the expressive spirit of Bada 

Shanren but also hints at the lingering emotional echoes after the departure of the figures. 

His ink wash techniques, while seemingly simple, contain a sophisticated emotional 

encoding system: the variations in ink intensity correspond to emotional fluctuations. In the 

Gradual series of cartoons, the flowing rhythms of the lines directly reflect psychological 

changes. On the level of compositional language, Feng Zikai creatively employs the principle 

of "spacious enough for a horse to pass, dense enough to block the wind," a compositional rule 

that balances openness and tightness. 

 

Figure 2: Comic After the Crowd Disperses 

In The Cold Night Visitor (Figure 3), the warm yellow light inside the room contrasts with the 

bleak, cold night outside, creating visual tension. The areas of blank space not only extend the 

physical space but also accumulate emotional tension. This interplay of the virtual and the real 

gives the static image a dynamic sense of psychological flow, inaugurating a new paradigm for 

modern ink wash cartoons. It is noteworthy that his "sketch-style" creative approach imparts a 

unique sense of "immediacy" to the work, with pauses and rhythms in the brushstrokes 

perfectly recreating the lively state of the observed subject. 
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Figure 3: Feng Zikai’s Sketch 

Feng Zikai's ink wash experiments also involve a profound reflection on the materiality 

of the medium. In Art Talks, he compares the characteristics of ink wash and oil paint: "The 

misty aura of ink is like breathing, while the gloss of oil paint is more like decoration." This 

sensitivity to the material qualities enables his works to embody both the "ink charm" of literati 

painting and the "expressiveness" of modern art. His later experiments with ceramic painting 

and woodcut prints demonstrate a deep understanding of the material characteristics of folk 

art—the rough texture of clay contrasts with the flowing lines, while the woodcut marks inject 

a three-dimensional quality into the flat images. 

2.3 The Path of Fusion between Buddhist Philosophy and Eastern Aesthetics 

Feng Zikai’s artistic philosophy underwent a fundamental transformation due to his 

mentor-student relationship with Master Hongyi. The creation of The Collection of Life-

Protection Paintings marked the maturity of his aesthetic system: Buddhist "compassion" was 

no longer limited to urging good deeds but was elevated to a reverence for the true essence of 

life. In The Depictions of Hell, the pain on the faces of the condemned is softened, replaced by 

a quiet contemplation of the cycle of life and death. This artistic shift realized the modern 

transformation of traditional Buddhist doctrine. 

The Zen Buddhist "emptiness" aesthetic is uniquely expressed in Feng Zikai's works, 

particularly in his late masterpiece Portrait of Master Hongyi (Figure 4), where the contrast 

between vast areas of blank space and the dry brushstrokes of ink creates a state of clarity that 

embodies the Zen notion of "the One Way." This technique resonates cross-culturally with the 

Japanese tea ceremony's "wabi-sabi" aesthetic, yet it discards the formalism of ornamentation, 

retaining the simplicity and authenticity of Eastern aesthetics. As D.T. Suzuki stated, "Feng 

Zikai’s paintings reveal to us that the Zen 'emptiness' is not void, but a space full of vitality." 
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Figure 4: Portrait of Master Hongyi 

In terms of constructing an aesthetic system, Feng Zikai successfully realized a triple 

fusion: the Buddhist concept of "dependent origination and emptiness" was transformed into a 

detached attitude toward real life; the Daoist principle of "natural non-action" established the 

free-spiritedness of artistic creation; and, finally, the Confucian notion of "benevolent people 

love others" completed the value cycle. This wisdom of multi-dimensional integration enables 

his works to exhibit a unique cultural identity in a globalized context. His essay Gradual, with 

its philosophical reflection "Life is like a journey against the current," encapsulates this 

aesthetic system in its most concise form—seeking the eternal in the transient, and holding 

onto one’s true self amidst the flow of life. 

 

3. THE MODERN TRANSFORMATION OF LANDSCAPE WRITING 

3.1 De-spatialization of Traditional Landscape Painting 

Feng Zikai's innovation in traditional landscape painting essentially represents the modern 

transformation of spatial concepts. In History of Chinese Painting, Pan Tianshou pointed out: 

"The space in literati painting is an ideal realm that is 'both navigable and habitable', while 

Feng Zikai transformed it into a 'both viewable and contemplative' real domain." This shift 

began to emerge in his early work Mist and Rain over West Lake (1927)—while maintaining 

the sparse layout typical of Ni Zan's style, Feng Zikai added silhouettes of fishermen in the 

foreground, and the distant mist no longer served as an empty barrier but subtly suggested the 

erasure of the viewer's distance from the painting. 

His most groundbreaking practice occurred in the 1930s with the Spring in Jiangnan series 

(Figure 5). Unlike the panoramic viewpoint common in traditional landscape painting, Feng 

Zikai adopted a "walking perspective" to divide the space. In Broken Bridge and the Last Snow, 

the composition is vertically divided into three layers: the foreground with pedestrians on the 
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stone bridge, the middle ground with boats on the water, and the distant misty mountains. This 

"cutting" composition breaks away from the complete spatial system of the "three distances" 

(san yuan fa) of Song Dynasty artist Guo Xi. By directing the viewer’s gaze towards the carriers 

at the edge of the painting, the artist deconstructs the closed nature of literati painting’s 

"navigable and habitable" space, establishing a direct link between art and real-life experience. 

This spatial de-spatialization strategy resonates deeply with the societal changes in early 20th-

century China. In his 1933 Concession cartoon, the compressed perspective of the Bund 

buildings and the geometric lines of the concession gates create a spatial sense of oppression, 

with geographic space transformed into a vehicle for ideological expression. It is worth noting 

that his deconstruction of tradition does not signify total negation—ink wash techniques still 

preserve the literati charm when outlining factory contours, forming a poetic overlap of old and 

new spaces. As Zhang Ding remarked, "Feng Zikai's modernity lies not in subverting tradition, 

but in using traditional language to tell new stories." 

 

Figure 5: Spring in Jiangnan 

3.2 Poetic Reconstruction of Everyday Scenes 

Feng Zikai’s aesthetic transformation of everyday scenes is essentially a process of 

revaluing life experiences through the technique of "defamiliarization." In his Yuan Yuan Tang 

Miscellany, he describes the morning ritual of buying tofu: "The tofu in the bamboo basket 

emits steam, and the old vendor’s wrinkles are etched with morning dew." This micro-narrative 

resonates with Wang Zengqi’s "aesthetics of life" and forms an intertextual dialogue. In his 
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essay The Carriage Society, Feng Zikai juxtaposes the varied lives in a crowded train car with 

the rapidly passing scenery outside, creating a visual rhythm akin to a film still. In his comic 

The Street Mouse, modern architectural outlines are paired with the frantic escape of mice in a 

surreal combination. This method not only inherits the "three distances" perspective of the Song 

Dynasty painter Guo Xi, but also incorporates the compositional awareness of Picasso's 

Cubism, generating a new aesthetic syntax. As Chen Shizeng once remarked: "Feng Zikai’s 

cartoons are Eastern watercolors, yet also Western sketches." 

It is worth noting that his poetic reconstruction always maintains a clear-eyed awareness 

of reality. In the series War Cartoons (1937), everyday scenes such as air raid shelters and 

telephone poles are imbued with war metaphors. This "beautifying sorrow" approach breaks 

away from the traditional literati painting’s tendency to withdraw from the world. In his later 

work Shanghai Then and Now (1960s), the contrast between the old and new Shikumen 

buildings not only reflects the modernization of urban space but also carries an implicit concern 

for the disappearance of cultural memories, highlighting the social-critical dimension of 

everyday life aesthetics. 

 

Figure 6: Spring on the Battlefield 

3.3 The Symbiotic Relationship between Material and Spiritual Mediums 

Feng Zikai's artistic practice demonstrates the fundamental impact of materiality on 

aesthetic expression. In his Jian (Gradual) ink wash series from the 1930s, the gradual transition 

of ink from dark to light serves not only as an experimental innovation in technique but also as 

a visual representation of the passage of time. This creative concept resonates with Paul Klee's 
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notion of "letting materials speak for themselves," yet Feng Zikai maintained a conscious 

adherence to the traditional literati painting ethos of "brushwork should follow the ancient." In 

his Art Talks, Feng emphasized, "The misty aura of ink is like breathing, while the gloss of oil 

painting is merely decorative." 

In his 1928 cartoon The Bee, Feng Zikai employed newspaper as a medium, playing with 

the juxtaposition of lead typography and imagery to create a semantic game. Similarly, his 

prose collection Yuan Yuan Tang Zai Bi (Yuan Yuan Hall Revisited) contrasts handwritten 

brushwork with printed lead type, constructing a unique textual texture. In his later years, 

Feng’s exploration of ceramic painting and woodcut prints revealed a profound understanding 

of the material characteristics of folk art—where the rough texture of clay contrasted with the 

smoothness of flowing lines, and the gouged woodcut surfaces imparted a three-dimensionality 

to otherwise flat images. 

In the 1950s, in his Techniques of Cartooning, he proposed that "a painting should 

breathe like a living organism," an idea that resonates with contemporary digital art. His 

uncompleted ink wash animation experiments hinted at the potential fusion of "pixels and ink 

charm" in the new media era. As Xu Bing remarked, "Feng Zikai's artistic legacy lies not only 

in formal innovation but in revealing the intrinsic connection between medium and spiritual 

expression." 

 

4. EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT IN THE PRACTICE OF LIFE AESTHETICS 

4.1 Aesthetic Transformation of Home Spaces 

Feng Zikai's artistic philosophy has had a profound influence on contemporary home 

design, with his advocacy of "life as art" directly contributing to the resurgence of "Eastern 

Life Aesthetics." In his essay My Home, Feng describes the architectural layout of his Yuan 

Yuan Tang residence, where the combination of whitewashed walls, dark tiles, bamboo 

curtains, and rattan chairs, alongside the interplay of moonlight through a skylight, creates a 

model of ideal living aesthetics.  

This integration of natural elements into the living space resonates with Tadao Ando’s 

"Sumiyoshi House," forming a cross-temporal dialogue that embodies the concept of "unity of 

heaven and man" in residential philosophy. 

In Feng’s cartoon Chair (1930s), the natural grain of wooden furniture juxtaposed with 

the curled posture of a figure creates a highly evocative visual composition, reflecting his 

unique understanding of home spaces: furniture is not merely a functional object but also a 

container of emotional memories.  

This philosophy finds resonance in contemporary "custom home design" practices, such 

as the "Suyuan" brand in Hangzhou, which integrates ink brushstrokes into the texture of 

wooden panels, and the Suzhou Museum’s creative tea sets, which echo the geometric forms 

found in Feng's cartoons. 

It is crucial to note that Feng’s emphasis on "simplicity" does not equate to monotony. 

Instead, it signifies a poetic space created through the use of negative space and contrasting 

materials. As Feng eloquently stated in Art Talks, "The most beautiful decoration is the design 

that remains unseen." This understanding of design—rooted in subtlety and emotional 

resonance—continues to inform modern interpretations of home aesthetics, ensuring that 

Feng’s vision remains integral to contemporary debates on space and form. 
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Figure 8: Comic "Chair" 

From a social psychology perspective, Feng Zikai's approach to home aesthetics is 

essentially a resistance to the "alienated living" of the industrial era. The Shanghai "Tianzifang" 

renovation project (2006) exemplifies this, where the designers preserved the original brick 

and wood structure of the Shikumen buildings while incorporating Feng Zikai-style stained 

glass windows. This blending of the old and the new successfully creates a community space 

that honors both architectural heritage and modern life. This transformation strategy not only 

continues the architectural lineage but, more importantly, restores the residents' emotional 

connection to the space, validating the contemporary relevance of Benjamin's theory of 

"dwelling." 

4.2 The Healing Function of Urban Public Art 

Feng Zikai's artistic practice has introduced a new therapeutic paradigm for public art in 

urban spaces. In his 1945 cartoon Peace, sunflowers blooming amidst the ruins serve as a 

metaphor for the collective psychological reconstruction following the trauma of war. This 

concept of using art to heal the scars of a city has become increasingly prominent in 

contemporary public art. For instance, in Chengdu's Taikoo Li, the elements of Sichuan opera 

face-changing masks are integrated into street installations, while in Wuhan's East Lake 

Greenway, an interactive projection wall themed around Feng Zikai's cartoons has been set up, 

materializing the therapeutic function of art. In the design of Shenzhen's "Hua Art Museum" 

exterior, the designers drew inspiration from the virtual and real contrasts in Cold Night Guest 

Arrives by replacing solid walls with large glass curtain walls, which retain the transparency 

of the building while creating poetic light and shadow effects. This approach resonates across 

media with the mood of Feng Zikai’s late ink painting After the New Rain in the Empty 

Mountains, proving the powerful contemporary adaptability of traditional aesthetic languages. 

Of particular interest is the symbiotic relationship between public art and local culture. 

In the Hangzhou Xixi Wetland "Feng Zikai Cultural Corridor" project (2020), the artist 

transformed his cartoon Spring in the South of the Yangtze River into a three-dimensional relief 
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sculpture and incorporated an AR interactive installation to recreate scenes of traditional water-

town life. This creative approach of "technologically empowering tradition" not only revives 

regional cultural memories but also constructs an emotional community within the public 

space, perfectly embodying Arendt's concept of "public happiness." 

4.3 Emotional Interaction Design in Digital Media 

Feng Zikai's artistic legacy has been revitalized in the digital era, with his concepts of 

"childlike perspective" and "poetic narrative" offering profound insights for interactive design. 

In the Palace Museum's "Digital Artifact Repository," Feng's Flower Seller cartoon was 

transformed into a dynamic illustration, enabling users to swipe through and observe the 

gradual changes in the character’s attire, creating an "interactive poetry" that redefines aesthetic 

experience. Similarly, the WeChat mini-program "Zikai Comics" converts static works into 

voice-interactive stories, where users can tap on the screen to listen to Feng's original 

commentary, facilitating a cross-temporal art dialogue. Feng’s influence extends to affective 

computing, as seen in the MIT Media Lab's "Emotion Map" system, which generates 

personalized art recommendations based on facial expression analysis, aligning with Feng’s 

approach of interpreting characters' inner spirits through their outward appearances. 

Furthermore, Google’s Art and Culture project introduced the "Feng Zikai Virtual Studio," 

where users input emotional keywords and AI generates corresponding ink animations, 

preserving the artist's spirit of "heart-to-heart communication." However, with the rise of NFT 

art turning Feng's works into encrypted assets, Shanghai University's Cultural Creative 

Industry Research Institute warns that such "dematerialization" could dilute the cultural 

authenticity embedded in his tradition of "brushstrokes following the ancient." In response, the 

Central Academy of Fine Arts has proposed the concept of "digital ink painting," advocating 

for the preservation of the ink's inherent breath and randomness in virtual spaces. Just as Feng 

hand-painted War Zone Cartoons during wartime, the digital era must also safeguard the 

humanistic warmth and emotional depth of art. 

 

5. CONTEMPORARY VALUE AND PRACTICAL DILEMMAS 

5.1 The Aesthetic Deficit in Rapid Urbanization 

The Jiangnan water towns and Shanghai’s Shikumen architecture, as depicted by Feng 

Zikai, are now undergoing a strikingly homogenized transformation in contemporary China. 

According to data from the National Bureau of Statistics, the number of new urban complexes 

in the country surged by 487% from 2000 to 2022. Yet, 79% of urban designers admit that they 

have "lost the distinctive regional cultural identity." This phenomenon of "sameness" across 

cities fundamentally reflects the colonization of spatial aesthetics by instrumental rationality—

evident in structures like the glass curtain wall forests of Suzhou Industrial Park or the uniform 

neon signs of Chunxi Road in Chengdu, which correspond to the "soulless spatial containers" 

described by postmodern architect Zaha Hadid. 

In Feng Zikai’s 1947 cartoon Home, the vines on the walls of an old courtyard and the 

drying blue-printed fabric epitomize a space alive with vitality. This concept of "organic 

architecture" continues to find resonance in contemporary design practices. Notably, Wang 

Shu’s transformation of an abandoned grain warehouse into the wave-shaped rammed earth 

walls of the Hangzhou Tea Museum preserves the memory of agricultural civilization while 

creating a new rhythm in space. Importantly, such transformations are not mere symbolic 
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collage; they engage the materiality (such as the coarse texture of rammed earth) and light-

shadow interplay (such as the spots of light from slanted skylights) to evoke the spirit of place. 

The "Augmented Reality City" project by the MIT Media Lab demonstrates that as 

navigation apps replace our memories of streets, and drone photography dismantles the poetic 

experience of panoramic views, humanity is losing its ability to "measure space through the 

body." Feng Zikai’s reflection in Miscellaneous Thoughts XIII, on the simple pleasure of 

"gazing at the smoke from a neighbor's chimney upon waking," encapsulates a spiritual 

antidote to the alienation caused by technology. The success of Beijing's "White Pagoda 

Temple Regeneration Plan" lies in its restoration of the "street corner narrative"—a space 

spontaneously formed by local residents. 

5.2 The Alienation of Aesthetics by Commercial Consumerism 

When "aesthetic tutorials" on platforms like Xiaohongshu claim that "filter settings 

determine aesthetic value," and luxury brand windows use LED strips to turn products into art 

installations, Feng Zikai’s "simple aesthetics" appear even more precious. His vivid depiction 

of street food scenes in his essay The Art of Eating starkly contrasts with the "check-in and 

end" consumer logic pursued by today’s influencer-driven restaurants. This phenomenon of 

alienation has sparked widespread academic debate: In the Human Condition, Hannah Arendt 

argued that consumerism reduces "existence" to "ownership," while Feng Zikai’s art has 

consistently maintained a focus on the "experience of process." 

The philosophy behind Japanese designer Naoto Fukasawa’s "Muji" brand was originally 

intended to counter excessive consumption with simplicity, but in practice, it has evolved into 

a new form of symbolic consumption. This paradox is avoided in Feng Zikai’s artistic practice: 

In his cartoon Cherishing Spring, the moment of a girl folding a willow branch is eternally 

frozen, yet the blank spaces at the edges of the image suggest the impermanence of life. This 

wisdom of "leaving space" offers valuable insight for contemporary design. The "Benlai 

Design" brand in Shenzhen has redefined the standard of "high quality" through its series of 

hemp furniture, preserving the natural imperfections in the fabric’s weave. 

In his essay Art and Science, Feng Zikai warned, "An excessive pursuit of efficiency will 

lead to the loss of human warmth." This foresight has become increasingly evident in the field 

of artificial intelligence design: When algorithmic generators can instantly output tens of 

thousands of poster designs, designers must maintain a sensitivity to the finer details of life, 

much like Feng Zikai observed ants carrying food. During Milan Design Week’s "China Day" 

exhibition, designers transformed the playful elements from Feng Zikai’s cartoons into 

interactive interfaces for wearable technology, offering a poetic resistance to the alienation 

caused by technology. 

5.3 Contemporary Adaptive Transformation of Feng Zikai's Aesthetics 

The digital age offers new pathways for the transformation of traditional aesthetics. In 

the Palace Museum’s "Digital Cultural Relics Database" project, Feng Zikai’s The Flower-

Selling Girl cartoon was transformed into an animated illustration, allowing users to observe 

the gradual change in the character’s clothing texture as they slide across the screen (Figure 5-

1). This technological empowerment does not diminish the authenticity of the artwork but 

rather creates a cross-media poetic experience. As Xu Bing aptly put it, "The best application 

of technology should be like ink naturally diffusing on rice paper." 
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In the field of architecture, Feng Zikai's philosophy of "unity between heaven and 

humanity" has inspired the "sponge city" design concept. For example, Singapore’s Bishan-

Ang Mo Kio Park transformed a concrete drainage canal into an ecological wetland, addressing 

urban flooding while creating a poetic public space. This transformation logic closely mirrors 

the compositional style of Feng Zikai’s cartoon Rain—where the slanted raindrops and the 

gracefully unfolding lotus leaves form a mechanical balance, suggesting a possible symbiosis 

between the artificial and the natural. The Department of Philosophy at Peking University has 

proposed the concept of "new sensibility aesthetics," advocating the integration of Feng Zikai’s 

"childlike perspective" with neuroaesthetic research. Brainwave experiments have been used 

to verify the unique mechanisms of "Eastern aesthetic experience." 

At the Milan Triennale, a Chinese team showcased an installation art piece titled Between 

Virtual and Real, which employed holographic projection technology to recreate the ethereal 

effect of Feng Zikai’s ink paintings. Visitors wearing VR devices could experience the 

physiological feedback of "the breath of brush and ink." This creative practice facilitated a 

dialogue between Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s theory of "the body schema" and traditional 

aesthetics. 

In the face of cultural identity anxieties within the context of globalization, Feng Zikai’s 

aesthetics offer distinct insights. The "Jiangnan" imagery in his works is neither a regional label 

nor a cultural specimen, but rather a flowing life experience. As scholar Wang Hui has stated, 

"Feng Zikai’s ‘Jiangnan’ is the spiritual homeland of all modern people." This openness is 

continued in the "New Guochao" design movement: the Li Ning brand adapted the cartoon 

Abao in the Buff into a sweatshirt pattern, preserving the ink-wash charm while integrating 

street culture elements, creating an aesthetic resonance that transcends generations. 

 

6. THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

6.1 Constructing a Modern Aesthetic System of "Unity between Heaven and Humanity" 

eng Zikai’s artistic practice offers a significant paradigm for the reconstruction of modern 

life aesthetics, with the organic presentation of natural imagery in his ink wash cartoons serving 

as an Eastern response to Heidegger’s theory of "poetic dwelling." In The History of Aesthetics, 

Li Zehou points out that "Chinese aesthetics has always maintained a holistic view of 'unity 

between heaven and humanity,'" a tradition that Feng Zikai transforms into a modern context. 

In his cartoon Spring in Jiangnan, the juxtaposition of factory smokestacks and weeping 

willows not only alludes to the intrusion of industrial civilization but also preserves an 

ecological imagination through ink wash blending, creating an aesthetic structure of "unity in 

opposition." 

This aesthetic system encompasses three core elements: first, on the perceptual level, it 

emphasizes a "de-mediated" experience. As Feng Zikai recounts in My Life as a Cartoonist, 

his "listening to the rain" exercise—turning off electronic devices and focusing on the rhythm 

of raindrops tapping on the tiles—represents a return to a simpler, purer form of perception. 

This approach offers a therapeutic value amidst the multi-sensory stimuli of the digital age. 

Second, on the value level, it establishes an ethics of "slow living." In his essay Gradually, 

where he reflects on life as a "journey against the current," Feng’s philosophy aligns with the 

Italian "Slow Food Movement," providing a cross-cultural response to the "speed anxiety" 

induced by consumerism. Finally, on the practical level, Feng develops "interventionist 

aesthetics." The Feng Zikai Documentation Exhibition at the West Bund Art Museum in 
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Shanghai (2021) projected his cartoon The Flower-Selling Girl onto the museum’s façade, 

guiding visitors to reflect on the relationship between humans and nature amid urbanization. 

The innovativeness of this theoretical system lies in its departure from the abstract 

discussions of "ecological wholeness" in Western environmental aesthetics. Instead, Feng 

Zikai offers concrete pathways for aesthetic realization. In his cartoon Ants Moving Food, the 

contrast between meticulous lines and a freehand background suggests a poetic connection 

between micro-ecology and the macro-environment. This "seeing the whole through the small" 

methodology continues to be applied in contemporary landscape design. For example, the 

Shenzhen Talent Park simulates a natural wetland ecosystem, transforming infrastructure into 

an interactive ecological theater (Figure 6-1), thus achieving an organic integration of 

ecological and functional aesthetics. 

6.2 Innovative Pathways for Artistic Intervention in Daily Life 

Feng Zikai's artistic philosophy offers a practical model for breaking the binary 

opposition between "art" and "life." In his cartoon After the People Have Left, the crescent-

shaped window lattice projection serves not only as an extension of physical space but also as 

a vessel for emotional memory. This concept of "life as art" is increasingly evident in the 

contemporary trend of "artification of life." For instance, the Line Friends themed store in 

Hangzhou embeds cartoon characters into everyday consumer experiences, continuing Feng 

Zikai’s creative logic of elevating street life into art. However, the former's excessive 

commercialization has led to a loss of its spiritual essence. 

True innovation lies in establishing a bi-directional interactive aesthetic mechanism. For 

example, Beijing's "798 Art District" introduced the Art Takeaway project (2020), where artists 

created edible cakes from their works, and the audience completed their artistic experience 

through consumption. This "participatory aesthetics" resonates with the intertextuality in Feng 

Zikai’s Eating Melon Seeds—when modern people photograph "influencer foods" with their 

smartphones, are they also reconstructing a new kind of aesthetic ritual? A point of caution 

arises from the alienation of experience mediated by technology: in AR art exhibitions, when 

virtual petals fall and audiences cheer, does this truly touch upon the "spiritual and cosmic 

purification" that Feng Zikai described? 

Feng Zikai’s unfinished ink wash animation experiment meticulously controlled the 

frame rate at 12 frames per second, intentionally preserving "handmade traces." This reflects 

Heidegger’s assertion that "the essence of technology is not in its technicality." Today, the 

immersive exhibitions at Shanghai's teamLab Borderless Museum, though visually striking, 

overly rely on sensor technology, which may ultimately weaken the authenticity of the art. True 

innovation should follow the example of Feng Zikai’s approach to furniture design—creating 

beauty within the natural imperfections of wood grain. 

6.3 A Model for the Modern Transformation of Eastern Aesthetic Traditions 

Feng Zikai’s artistic practice provides a pragmatic model for the modern transformation 

of traditional aesthetics. The innovation within his ink wash language is essentially a process 

of "new wine in old bottles": infusing the ink and brush qualities of literati painting into modern 

life subjects. As Pan Tianshou once said, "Tradition is the foundation of development, and 

innovation is the continuation of tradition."  

In his Protecting Life series, Buddhist ideas of "compassion" are transformed into a 

reverent awe for the essence of life through concise lines. This transformation strategy holds 
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exemplary significance in the contemporary inheritance of intangible cultural heritage. For 

example, porcelain artists in Jingdezhen combine traditional blue-and-white patterns with Pop 

Art, preserving the craft while creating new cultural symbols. 

The core mechanism of this model consists of three dimensions: First is the 

"deconstruction-reconstruction" methodology. Feng Zikai deconstructs the traditional 

landscape painting technique of "three distances" into fragmented compositions, then 

reconstructs them into the flowing perspectives seen in his Spring in Jiangnan series. This 

method engages in a cross-temporal dialogue with Tadao Ando’s practice of deconstructing 

traditional architectural elements in his Sumiyoshi Teahouse. Second is the "technology 

empowerment" pathway.  

His later, unfinished "electronic ink wash" concept foreshadowed the creative 

transformation of traditional media in the digital age. The Palace Museum’s Digital Collection 

Project has transformed ink wash paintings into dynamic illustrations, retaining the charm of 

brushwork while expanding the boundaries of aesthetic experience. Finally, the model includes 

a "cross-cultural dialogue" perspective. In his cartoon Tea, the juxtaposition of Eastern tea 

culture and Western coffee culture provides an example of aesthetic fusion in a globalized 

context, much like the aesthetic reflections triggered by the juxtaposition of Eastern and 

Western artifacts in the British Museum’s Ming: The Yongle Era exhibition. 

The practical significance of this transformation model is twofold: On the level of 

cultural confidence, the Tao Xichuan cultural district in Jingdezhen combines traditional blue-

and-white porcelain techniques with modern design to create an internationally competitive art 

brand. On the global scale, Japanese designer Yohji Yamamoto integrates the playful elements 

of Feng Zikai’s cartoons into his fashion designs, winning international markets through a 

strategy of blending "Japanese spirit with Western talent." Notably, genuine modern 

transformation should not stop at formal innovation but should, as Feng Zikai explored in his 

study of Buddhist philosophy, delve into the spiritual essence of traditional aesthetics. His use 

of dry brush and burnt ink in the portrait of Master Hongyi not only continues the expressive 

spirit of Bada Shanren but also responds to modern abstract expressionism. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

Feng Zikai’s artistic practice provides profound insights into the transformation of 

modern Chinese aesthetics. Through his concept of "childlike vision," he transcended the 

traditional boundaries of literati painting, using the emotional depth of ink wash to merge 

Buddhist philosophy with Eastern aesthetic traditions into a modern expression. His approach 

to landscape painting, alongside the poetic reconstruction of daily life, redefined the 

relationship between art and life, offering a compelling model for the localization of aesthetics 

in the context of globalization.  

In an era dominated by technological rationality, Feng Zikai’s commitment to the 

"authenticity of perception" stands as a critical counterpoint. His vision of "unity of heaven and 

man" remains highly relevant, particularly when applied to digital media and public art 

interventions. Future research could delve deeper into the ethical implications of his ideas in 

the age of artificial intelligence and examine how they adapt within cross-cultural dialogues, 

providing valuable theoretical and practical insights for developing an aesthetic system 

grounded in Chinese cultural traditions. 

  



  
Volume 64 | Issue 08 | August 2025 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.17019044 

  
 

ISSN: 0363-8057 173 www.gradiva.it 

Reference 

1) Adorno, T. W. (1997). Aesthetic theory. University of California Press. 

2) Arnold Berleant. (2005). Aesthetics and environment: The appreciation of nature, art, 

and architecture. Routledge. 

3) Bell, C. (1914). Art. Chatto & Windus. 

4) Benjamin, W. (1936). The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. In 

Illuminations (pp. 11–42). Schocken Books. 

5) Blocker, A. (2018). Chinese modern art: A documentary history. University of 

California Press. 

6) Bürger, P. (1984). Theory of the avant-garde. University of Minnesota Press. 

7) Danto, A. C. (1995). After the end of art: Contemporary art and the claims of 

aesthetics. Princeton University Press. 

8) Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1994). What is philosophy?. Columbia University Press. 

9) Dissanayake, E. (1992). Homo aestheticus: Where art comes from and why. 

University of Washington Press. 

10) Efland, K. (2004). Thinking about art: A visual approach. Pearson. 

11) Feuerstein, G. (2006). The global art world: Material culture in international art 

markets. Berg Publishers. 

12) Fisher, M. (2009). Hyperobjects: Philosophy and design in the digital age. University 

of Minnesota Press. 

13) Frank, R. (2012). What’s the matter with art?: Art, materiality, and value. University 

of Pennsylvania Press. 

14) Gao, X. (2019). Modern Chinese art and globalization. Hong Kong University Press. 

15) Golding, S. (2016). Art and life in China. Ashgate Publishing. 

16) Haraway, D. J. (1991). Simians, cyborgs, and women: The reinvention of nature. 

Routledge. 

17) Harrison, C. (2003). Modernism: The cultural logic of an age. Polity Press. 

18) Heidegger, M. (1953). The question concerning technology. In Basic writings (pp. 17–

41). Harper Perennial. 

19) Hobsbawm, E. (1992). The age of extremes: A history of the world, 1914–1991. 

Vintage Books. 

20) Kwon, M. (2004). One place after another: Site-specific art and locational identity. 

MIT Press. 

21) Lippard, L. R. (1996). The encounter: Two-way seeing in photography. University of 

California Press. 

22) Lü, Y. (2016). Chinese modern art: 1911–2011. University of Hong Kong Press. 

23) Marra, M. (2015). Art and politics in twentieth-century China. Cambridge University 

Press. 



  
Volume 64 | Issue 08 | August 2025 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.17019044 

  
 

ISSN: 0363-8057 174 www.gradiva.it 

24) Nussbaum, M. C. (2010). Not for profit: Why democracy needs the humanities. 

Princeton University Press. 

25) Ohno, T. (2013). Contemporary Chinese art: A new era. Ise Books. 

26) Ormond, S. (2007). Art and everyday life in twentieth-century China. Routledge. 

27) Osborne, P. (2003). Philosophy of art: A very short introduction. Oxford University 

Press. 

28) Park, C. (2019). Decolonizing museums: Representations of Asia in nineteenth-

century European collections. Routledge. 

29) Prasad, L. (2017). The politics of aesthetics: Cultural freedom in an age of 

globalization. Columbia University Press. 

30) Rancière, J. (2009). The distribution of the sensible: Aesthetics and politics. 

Bloomsbury Academic. 

31) Raymond, M. (2003). Material culture. Open University Press. 

32) Robinson, J. (2016). Art in China: From the Tang dynasty to the present day. Thames 

& Hudson. 

33) Rose, N. (2007). Prostitution, sexuality and the law in ancient Rome. Routledge. 

34) Said, E. W. (1978). Orientalism. Vintage Books. 

35) Shiner, L. (1999). The invention of art: A cultural history. University of Chicago Press. 

36) Siegel, B. (2017). Chinese painting after 1949: The road to revolution and reform. 

University of California Press. 

37) Smith, J. Y. (2012). Teaching visual culture. Routledge. 

38) Steiner, R. (2010). Digital aesthetics: Theory, technology, and new media. Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing. 

39) Tanaka, I. (2015). Modern Chinese painting: The Shanghai School and beyond. 

University of Washington Press. 

40) Wang, Q. (2018). Art and modernity in China: A cultural history from the late Qing to 

the present. Routledge. 

 


